THE MAGNATES

being collected; men on their way to work looked at Lartois mockingly,
taking him for an old rake going home with the milk. They were
only half-wrong.

There were many people who, on opening their newspapers that morn-
ing, wondered what this Monsieur femile Lartois's qualifications were
that he should be elected to the Academy. Had they but known it, the
justification for this signal honour lay not so much in his work, as in the
uncommon personality of a man who was at once capable of reading^
the Greek Testament, seducing women in taxis, spending hours
in a night-club and going, in the dawn, to help a dying child.

XII

Things happened exactly as Noel Schoudler had foreseen. Two days
after his conversation with Lucien Maublanc, a large quantity of
Sonchelles shares were thrown on the market. Since Sonchelles were
considered very sound, they at first maintained their value. But the
increasing number being unloaded began to lower the price. Between
midday and two o'clock Sonchelles had fallen sixty points. Alberic
Canet, the Schoudlers' stockbroker, telephoned the banker several times
but could only get this reply from him: "Let things take their course!
Come to my office as soon as the Bourse closes."

Francois, who had also been told, tried in vain to see his father. Noel
refused to see anyone till late in the afternoon, having remained
closeted for a long time with Canet and an outside broker.

"Well,, what have you got to say about it all?" he asked Francois.

"Father, I don't understand.  What's happening?"

" I'll tell you," said the giant. "It so happens that the situation you've
placed us in at Sonchelles has become known and cautious people are
getting rid of their shares, beginning with the Leroy Bank, which jetti-
soned a huge block of shares during the course of the day. And it's not
finished yet. Wait until you see what follows."

He had a reproachful look in his eye and Frangois felt in no position
to stand up to him,

Next morning transactions in Sonchelles were conducted in a curious
atmosphere. Speculators, suspecting a deliberate operation, bought;
but the quantity of shares offered far surpassed the number of pur-
chasers. Many hard-headed people, aware of the rumours that were
going round, gave orders to sell. The Leroys3 broker led a merciless -
offensive. That day Sonchelles, having dropped a hundred points,
closed at 1840. In sympathy, the other Schoudler undertakings quoted,
the Bank and the Zoa mines, also fell. The Bourse in general closed on
a falling market.
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